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This qualitative study focuses on the characteristics of effective collaboration between classroom 
teachers and English Language Learner (ELL) support teachers. The study was conducted in the 
Lower Mainland of British Columbia in an inner-city Kindergarten to Grade Five school. The 
question that frames this culminating project for my graduate study is: What are the lived 
experiences of teachers’ collaboration with ELL teachers? I used a phenomenological approach 
and interviewed teachers who were involved in collaborative efforts with ELL teachers. I looked 
specifically for detailed descriptions of what effective collaboration looked like, and I keenly 
focused on teachers’ perceptions about collaboration. The following themes were significant to 
effective collaboration between ELL teachers and classroom teachers: cultivating and 
maintaining professional relationships, using time wisely, and considering teaching philosophies 
when collaborating. This study offers recommendations on creating productive and effective 
collaboration among ELL and classroom teachers that may improve student learning and 
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I come from a long line of avid gardeners. My grandfather would whistle around his 
garden on the riverbank in Trail, British Columbia, as he planted his prized regal begonias. I am 
guessing that the art of gardening helped him process all that he had witnessed as he returned 
from World War II. As a child, I would play anywhere in the backyard but go near those 
precious begonias, and I was in trouble! By the time I entered grade 10 at my inner-city high 
school, I was tired of socializing with friends who were coping with their teenage issues with 
unsafe extra-curricular activities. Instead of joining them, my Mom and I set out to garden 
together in our backyard each spring and summer. We planted, weeded, and worked the soil each 
day, excited to see how our seeds, bulbs, and perennials would grow and bring color and 
vibrance to our backyard. When I was in university, I worked at a garden center each summer. 
My mom always laughed because I would bring home the discards: the plants that had been 
stomped on or those allowed to dry out, so they wilted in the container. I would rescue them and 
lovingly nurse them back to health. Any speck of green on a plant, and, for me, it was worth the 
rescuing. Any sign of life in those wilted, pathetic plants, and I was ready to tend them and help 
them reach fruition. I loved this type of project, where I could tend the soil, water, plant and 
watch each one come back to life; most of them thrived, despite the neglect that each piddly 
plant had suffered. 
Purpose 
Teaching and leading are like the craft of gardening. New teachers in the profession are 
thrown into a myriad of challenging situations. Now that I have been in this profession for 15 




encouraged to grow with just the right climate. I knew I would be a teacher from a young age, 
much like my 7-year-old daughter right now. In my first years of university, as I completed my 
Human Kinetics and Teaching English as a Second Language (ESL) certificate, I worked in a 
garden center and a summer school program called At-Risk Students. The youth in the At-Risk 
Students summer school program were undoubtedly in need of assistance, and I quickly learned 
that students had very complex issues. In the summer school program, they were being tended to 
by an uncertified 20-year-old aspiring teacher. To my credit, I tried my best to maintain 
classroom management and to learn how to best help my students, but in the end, this job felt 
more like babysitting than teaching. I persevered as a summer school teacher for two consecutive 
years. Each year, at-risk students were placed in my care, and I tended to them as best I could. I 
provided more for their emotional needs than any curricular concerns. If anything, the work 
helped me capture a glimpse of the deeper issues facing today’s youth. Furthermore, I uncovered 
a passion for helping these at-risk students and use teaching as a tool for relationship building 
and mentoring these youth.  
           I completed my undergraduate degree, and it took three years for me to reach my goal of 
getting into the University of British Columbia’s Professional Development Program (PDP) to 
become a teacher. In the garden, some flowers do not blossom for years. The wait to enter the 
PDP program was long; however, even though I was eager to succeed when I thought I should, 
important things were still happening under the soil. During those three years, I was a teacher on 
call in the private school sector, and an adult English as a Second Language (ESL) teacher in 
community services. I also took my first trip to China where I was a volunteer English teacher. 
This trip to China marked the eye-opening beginning of my adventures in working with students 




to Dalian, China, to live and teach Physical Education and English in a Chinese/British 
Columbian high school for two years. Over the years, I have traveled to many different places, 
including Thailand, India, Brazil, Dominican Republic, and many places in both Canada and the 
United States. My varied experiences worldwide have helped me make connections with my 
students who have immigrated from around the globe. When I returned home from China, I got 
married, had two children, and worked in middle schools for several years teaching in 
classrooms, including Grade 6 and 7 students, English Language Learners (ELL), and Learning 
Support. 
Research Questions   
I seek to continually improve my practice in teaching English and support students with 
complex backgrounds to communicate in Canadian culture and within our school. As I started to 
explore different areas of further study, the following questions emerged as prevalent areas of 
inquiry: 
•      How can I collaborate around ELL student services with classroom teachers to build 
capacity and contribute to the learning and growth of all students?  
•      How can I build our ELL students' pride, excitement, and confidence about their language 
and culture in Canada and express it outwardly? 
•      How can we build more variety and diversity into our school community by adding 
multicultural elements to all that we do within the classroom?  
•      What would it look like as the ELL teacher to collaborate with teachers consistently using 




•      How will collaboration help and give confidence to our students in the English language and 
the teachers in their charge?  
•      What types of technology can I use to initiate and sustain collaboration with classroom 
teachers?   
I remember landing in China with little understanding of the culture and even less of the 
Mandarin language. Even as a young adult, I often felt lost, weary, and frustrated. My experience 
in China profoundly shaped me as a teacher of ELL students. As I have lived a similar 
experience to my students, I have great empathy and understanding as they learn English. With 
the above questions guiding my inquiry, I hope that I can find ways to contribute to the success 
of our most vulnerable learners directly. 
I began this journey in my graduate studies with two colleagues, and I was excited for the 
chance to collaboratively learn together with them and learn new ways to reach and teach ELL 
learners. Just as gardeners nurture their seeds, tend the soil and make sure the proper nutrients 
are present, so have I set out to find ways to be more effective in my practice so that, in turn, our 
students can reap the benefits. 
School Context 
The 60 school districts in British Columbia are all unique with differing school needs, 
cultures, and climates; thus, the school context where I work is also diverse. The pure scope of 
English language learners according to the BCTF (2019) in British Columbia has increased by 
17.4% from 2000-2019. The total number of ELL students in British Columbia in 2019 was 
12%, totals 66 469 English learners in our K-12 public schools. For the past nine years, I have 




school community are refugees from war-torn countries, while others are from all around the 
globe, bringing with them unique languages and cultures. We have at least 17 different languages 
spoken at our school. The school demographic contains many children from needy families who 
come to school stressed from poverty, violence, and neglect.  
In addition to being highly diverse, our school is an inner-city school, meaning that it is 
in a densely populated area with low-income families. Our school has 13 divisions and 
approximately 300 students. Out of those 300 students, we have about 85 ELL students, 75 
students who require an individualized educational plan (IEP) or learning support, and 61 
Indigenous students. The number of students who need additional help academically, socially, 
and emotionally is well over half of our school population. The school culture and diversity are 
influenced by the subsidized housing units that are integrated into the established suburban 
homes that comprise the school’s catchment area.  
Approximately 35% of our school population is comprised of ELL students, which 
includes many with refugee status. Despite having experienced profound trauma, our students are 
resilient. Our context is such that teachers and support staff alike know that if we do not 
collaborate, we will not be able to meet the diverse needs of our students. Because there are so 
many mental, physical, educational, and behavioral needs at our school, we must work together 
to support our needy students in this context. 
Context: School Culture of Collaboration  
This graduate journey has encouraged me to look differently at how I collaborate with my 
colleagues around the ELL learners in our school setting specifically. I have seen my colleagues 




overwhelmed quickly, as the layers of issues they face daily are numerous. A teacher at our 
school must have a solid and resilient personality to persevere in the work with our students. Our 
classrooms are full of students with very high needs, and our teachers need to have a persevering 
attitude to endure long-term teaching at our school. We had three early career teachers begin 
teaching at our school in 2017, and a few weeks later, all three went on stress leave and did not 
return.  
Our school staff is very welcoming and open to new ideas and ways to support our 
students as we have had to rely on each other through each challenging obstacle. Many veteran 
teachers at our school have made it their mission to provide the best service to the students at our 
school and build up one another in the process. We deeply care for each other as a staff. One of 
the most complex tasks for me is making the most of the time, scheduling, and collaborating 
during the school day. When 16 different teachers, often with 16 different viewpoints, ideas, and 
skillsets, it is challenging to communicate effectively and within the time that we have in a 
school day. I am thankful for many excellent educators who know how to adapt, differentiate, 
and scaffold for students. Every day, they help kids see their potential and embrace the journey 
that each student is on. They strive to remove or adapt to any obstacles that prevent students 
from progressing.  
While we do have long-term staff members, teacher turnover is a huge challenge. I 
understand that there will be new teachers that will work here; however, during one school year, 
8 out of 15 teachers were both new to the school and had less than five years of teaching 
experience. It can be difficult and discouraging to start each year and learn how to work with 
different teachers around ELL programming. I have always tried my best as a non-enrolling 




person’s teaching style. I am mindful to keep a positive attitude and model this for the teachers in 
my school by remaining professional even when the challenges come. I push on doing all that I 
can to help teachers succeed. I know that I cannot change the number of teacher turnovers, but I 
can make sure that I am optimistic and helpful despite the circumstances.  
This challenging context and my reflections of collaboration propel me into my why 
behind the graduate journey. I aim to be an effective collaborator, team player, and change-
maker in the ELL context within my school and district. I also aspire to lead and mentor teachers 
to bring about positive and lasting change that benefits ELL learners. 
Research Question 
The ideas that guide my project focus on listening to the classroom teachers' voices and 
experiences about what they need out of collaboration with the ELL teacher and narrowing down 
how I can listen and then respond to each teacher's needs for their classroom and students. The 
research question for this culminating project for my graduate study is: What are the lived 
experiences of teachers' collaboration with ELL teachers? Through this research and observing 
the needs of my teaching context, I intend to gather all the right tools and understandings that I 
need to provide quality service to ELL students through listening and practicing what my 
colleagues have to share around effective collaboration. 
Literature Review 
This section reviews the relevant literature on classroom and ELL teacher collaboration 
in ELL contexts and the factors influencing the nature and quality of collaboration in schools. 
The four themes that emerged in the literature were the elements of relationships, the use of time, 




Many authors confirm that ELL students and teachers realize direct benefits through 
effective collaboration (Giles & Yazan, 2020; Russell, 2012; Dove & Honigsfeld, 2016). As 
noted by Giles and Yazan (2020), “as the content and ESL teachers engage in collaborative 
planning and teaching, they ultimately work together to provide equitable learning outcomes for 
ESL students in the content classroom” (p. 2). Russell (2012), Dove and Honigsfeld (2016), and 
Giles and Yazan (2020) all agree that the academic outcomes and student achievement are 
higher, graduate rates increased, and that it enhanced the learning opportunities for ELL students 
through effective collaboration between ELL and classroom teachers. The literature emphasizes 
that the partnership between classroom teachers and ELL specialists positively impacted student 
learning and teacher efficacy. 
Throughout the literature, the collaboration between ELL and classroom teachers is a 
necessary and vital component of teaching in the diverse landscape of our classrooms. But how 
exactly can collaboration be implemented successfully? 
Theme 1: Relationships 
The elements that comprise an excellent collaborative relationship include: 
• mutually beneficial interaction 
• trust 
• careful pairing of collaborating teachers 
• consistent interaction with your collaborative partner.  
As York-Barr et al. (2007) describe: "a good collaborative relationship between teachers and 
within the school context is an important aspect of any collaboration" (p. 302). Dove and 




Vintan and Gallagher (2019), and York-Barr et al. (2007) have all emphasized this core strategy 
in developing beneficial partnerships that benefit students through collaborative practices. If a 
collaborative relationship is a successful one, it must be a mutually beneficial interaction. The 
collaboration relationship must be valued and prioritized and have the support of administrators 
to be useful (Vintan & Gallagher, 2019).  
Trust is an essential element of building positive collaborative partnerships. As 
Honigsfeld and Dove (2015) expressed, "trust comes from sustained opportunities for 
collaborative conversations in which [teachers] learn to value each other" (p. 58). Dove and 
Honigsfeld (2015) describe the visual metaphor of a tandem bike when discussing collaborative 
relationships. As cited in Dove and Honigsfeld (2015), Bessette states that this requires 
developing "a trusting relationship over the life of a co-teaching partnership" as being the "most 
critical issue of all" (p. 58). In order to build trust within a collaborative relationship, key 
elements need to be present amongst the stakeholders, such as: "shared goal setting, shared 
decision making, joint risk-taking, having high expectations of each other, relying on each other, 
and overcoming one's fear of vulnerability" (Honigsfeld & Dove, 2015, p. 58). Trust is critical in 
building healthy collaborative relationships. 
The careful choosing of collaborative partnerships is deemed significant throughout the 
literature, and yet, is it healthy to mandate collaboration when two teachers don't share teaching 
philosophies or values? As York-Barr et al. (2007) explain, a "teacher from a struggling 
partnership shared that she did not question the merit of collaboration in general but questioned 
what to do when specific partnerships did not work" (p. 319). Negative experiences such as 
unsuccessful pairings could deter teachers from seeing the benefits of collaboration and impede 




collaborative efforts are helpful for ELL students are in contrast with some teachers who have 
had negative experiences with the relationship aspect of collaboration. Many positive 
interactions are noted in the literature, such as Russell (2012), who shares that "the close 
collaboration between the ESL teachers and language arts teachers enabled the ESL teachers to 
support ELLs…in a meaningful way" (p. 460). Positive outcomes of good relationships through 
collaboration, according to Dove and Honigsfeld (2015) include, "a reduction in isolation, enjoy 
more occasions to share their expertise, and appreciate the opportunity to shape the way the ESL 
program operates in their school" (p. 6).  
     The key findings in these readings are that support for classroom teachers can be very 
successful if the ELL teacher focuses on mutually beneficial collaboration. Trust that builds 
strong partnerships, and the collaborative efforts between teachers are consistent. 
Theme Two: Time 
Lack of valuable time and using time effectively is a crucial discussion in the literature 
about collaboration. Teachers have days that are packed full of things to do with students, 
administrative duties, and communication with other staff members and parents alike. Many 
teachers in these studies note that “collaboration was time-consuming, especially for teachers 
whose days were already packed with too much work” (Fu et al., 2007, p. 329). Teachers and 
administrators alike reflect that “collaborative planning was identified as an essential element for 
effectiveness, although the amount of time available to meet was considered inadequate” (York-
Barr et al., 2007, p. 320).  
As Whiting (2017) stated, “the need for dedicated, explicit collaboration between the 




requires both teachers to have a rare commodity, mutual time, available” (p. 19). Schools have 
recognized and adapted to the need for sufficient mutual collaboration time in several ways that 
signal its central importance. As Rodriguez (2013) emphasizes “collaboration among teachers 
fosters improvement in ELLs’ academic achievement, behavior, and relationships” (p. 18) Even 
though the literature discusses the benefits of collaboration between ELL and classroom 
teachers, in contrast, Vintan and Gallagher (2019) found that “the most salient finding is that 
educators have the desire to collaborate but, most times, have limited resources to support them 
in developing consistent collaborative practices” (p. 86). Perhaps Wenger’s (1952) “communities 
of practice” is the best way for collaboration to occur in the school setting. Wenger (1952) 
describes these as “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems or a passion about a 
topic and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing 
basis.” In the ELL and classroom teacher collaborative context, this idea can revolutionize how 
collaboration occurs if time is used effectively and if collaborating around the topic of ELL 
learners is a passion of the educators involved. 
Theme 3: School Culture  
The literature discussed that school culture is one of the most influential factors for 
enacting effective collaboration in the school context. Teachers either have the prevailing 
attitude of learning from each other involving collaboration or an attitude of isolation. Dove and 
Honigsfeld (2010) describe school cultures that are collaborative as “a collective vision [being] 





As York-Barr et al. (2007) cite, “to achieve cohesiveness, the entire school needs to be 
reorganized with the learning of diverse students central to the design” (p. 304). As teachers 
come together and collaborate about the needs of their students, they are enhancing school 
culture. As York-Barr et al. (2007) stated “without a fundamental shift in the design and delivery 
of instruction within the context of general education, many diverse learners will continue to 
experience a majority of their educational experience marginalized from mainstream resources, 
opportunities, networks, and social capital afforded therein” (p. 303). Furthermore, the support 
from administrators for this type of shift according to Giles and Yazan (2020), “will require 
administrators to create schedules for teachers to engage in collaborative efforts and recognize 
collaboration as professional development in light of the potential teacher learning opportunities” 
(p. 9). In relation to ELL Learners, if we can adjust our design and delivery of collaboration, we 
can meet these students' language needs and help them avoid being left out. By being innovative 
through the design of collaboration and the scheduling of collaboration time, teachers are 
contributing to healthy school culture.   
Theme 4: Teacher Efficacy  
The literature supports that collaboration improves teacher efficacy. As cited in Donohoo 
et al. (2020) Hattie discusses the connection between collaboration and teacher efficacy when he 
stated that Collective Teacher Efficacy (CTE) is the "collective belief of teachers in their ability 
to positively affect students" Hattie emphasizes this further when he states that "collective 
teacher efficacy [is] more important in explaining student achievement than socioeconomic 




developing teacher capacity has the potential to influence mainstream teacher practice in a way 
that is authentic, embedded in the culture and context of the school, and [is] ongoing" (p. 446). 
As Campbell (2017) discusses, "in a recent survey on professional development and self-
efficacy conducted for the Alberta Teachers Association (ATA), 80% of respondents reported 
their best professional learning was collaboration with colleagues" (p. 14). According to York-
Barr et al. (2007), "almost all of the teachers viewed instructional collaboration as a way for 
teachers to be supported and to continue learning and improving their practices for the benefit of 
students" (p. 318). Collaboration whether informal or formal encourages teachers to learn and 
improve their practice. Furthermore, Vinton and Gallagher (2019) state that "collaboration in 
education has the potential of offering educators a support system and a wide breadth of 
pedagogical methods to mitigate the learning needs of diverse language learners in an otherwise 
isolating professional environment" (p. 84). When teachers collaborate with their colleagues, 
they improve their practice and improve student learning outcomes. 
Fu et al. (2007) note that the teachers involved in collaboration are impacted directly by 
the cycle of collaboration between the classroom teacher and ELL teacher. As two teachers 
explained, they started to collaborate around ELL students and "found they learned a lot about 
teaching and themselves as teachers through observing each other's teaching, talking about their 
teaching and their students, and assessing the students' progress" (Fu et al., 2007, p. 334). This 
mutually beneficial partnership through collaboration increased the teachers' own self-efficacy, 
as noted in the literature. When Beninghof and Leensvaart (2016) studied collaboration and 
teacher efficacy, they also concluded that when they put time and effort into their teaching 
practices, this "could improve outcomes for ELL's" (p. 70) Rodriguez (2012) shares, ELL's 




18). Furthermore, as Friend and Cook (2010), state: "through collaboration, professionals can 
create innovative options within a single system of education that is more responsive to the 
diversity of today's learners" (p. 23). 
This literature review maps out the dimensions of effective collaboration and the 
outcomes that follow when effective collaboration is achieved. It also confirms that collaboration 
can be a powerful tool for ELL learner's success. A commitment to developing relationships, the 
effective use of time, enhancement of school culture, and improving teacher efficacy are positive 
outcomes of healthy collaboration. 
Methodology  
This study examined the lived experiences of teachers’ collaboration with ELL teachers. 
As this research focused on classroom teachers’ experiences with ELL teachers, a 
phenomenological research methodology was selected as the best way of doing this qualitative 
study. 
Data Collection Methods 
A phenomenological study, according to Creswell and Poth (2018), “describes the 
common meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a 
phenomenon” (p. 75). Throughout the process of my research I relied on the key tenets of 
phenomenology with an emphasis on the phenomenon of collaboration with a group of people 
who have all experienced this phenomenon in our school context. I was also sure to use an 
interview protocol to collect my data (See Appendix B). As this was a qualitative methodology 
process, my findings were lengthy and detailed, and the questions I asked my colleagues were 




thick descriptions of their ideas around collaboration as well as any emotions and feelings they 
held about collaboration (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I bracketed out my own personal experiences, 
using a journal, and I focused solely on the participants experiences. I took the statements of the 
participants and started with the macro concepts that were shared and then filtered down to the 
more micro concepts of collaboration and how the participants experienced it specifically 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 77). I adhered to Denzin and Lincoln’s (2010) framework that 
“reality is co-constructed between the researcher and the researched and shaped by individual 
experiences” (p. 35).  
I focused my reflection solely on the participants of this study, and not on my own 
experiences with collaboration. Participants completed their member checks, and all interview 
data was anonymized by erasing personal names out of the transcript. I gave each participant a 
pseudonym for the study, to maintain anonymity.  
Throughout the study, I kept in mind that my participants were ‘co-constructing’ their 
experiences through the questions. As Creswell and Poth (2018) noted, “qualitative researchers 
conduct a study with the intent of reporting these multiple realities” and get “as close as possible 
to the participants being studied” (p. 21).  
When I interviewed my participants, I was keenly aware of the differing viewpoints that 
teachers may hold about collaboration. Since each participant brought their own set of 
axiological values and beliefs to the interviews, I was able to honor these values as I listened 
intently to their point of view (Denzin & Lincoln, 2010). Creswell and Poth (2018) noted that 
“suspending our understandings in a reflective move that cultivates curiosity” is vital in 
phenomenological studies (p. 81). It was important in the interviews to put aside my own biases 




about collaboration could emerge unimpeded in the data (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 81). By 
putting aside my own biases and opinions I was able to encourage my colleagues to share new 
ideas and strategies about collaboration and I stayed open and neutral about my own ideas.  
My determination to keep an open mind throughout the interview process helped as I 
reflected on my personal teaching practice and my colleagues’ practice in the ELL context. 
Data Sources 
In this study, I was interested in finding teachers who could give me lengthy and detailed 
descriptions of what they thought effective collaboration looked like. All four participants were 
elementary school teachers who had been in collaboration with an ELL teacher. The following 
pseudonyms were given for my participants; participant one: “Sukhi,” participant two, 
“Harpreet,” participant three, “Ebrahim,” and participant four, “Jun.” The four participants are 
noted in the table below with their participant number as well as their role in the school and the 
amount of years I have collaborated with each one.  
Table 1  
Participants Pseudonyms and Information   
  
I recruited participants through an initial email to the teachers who I have worked with 
over the past 10 years. I gained consent through a written consent form, that indicated that the 
participants would be interviewed online using TEAMS and would be audio recorded. I 
Teacher Participant # Years Of 
Collaborating 
Role in the School 
Sukhi  1 7 years Literacy Support 
Teacher 
Harpreet 2 10 years Intermediate Teacher 
Ebrahim 3 5 months Intermediate Teacher 





maintained confidentiality by privately emailing teachers and asking them to participate in the 
study. As I have worked at the same school for almost 10 years, in two different roles, I have 
worked extensively and have a professional relationship with most of the teachers at our school. I 
have observed the potential bias that being a colleague to many teachers may present and I was 
able to bracket myself out using a bracketing journal in order to get the descriptions I needed for 
this phenomenological study (Creswell & Poth, 2018). By choosing a diverse sampling of age 
ranges, both male and female as well as varying degrees of teaching experiences, I was able to 
hear perspectives from a varied group of people. I focused on thorough descriptions that both 
discussed the positive ways in which collaboration had helped teachers, as well as the negative 
perceptions of collaboration according to each teacher. I looked at this data and determined what 
I could improve in my own teaching practice around collaboration, and I examined some 
suggestions that our school, and district in general, could consider improving through 
collaboration. 
Data Tools 
I used interview questions as data tools (See Appendix B). These in-depth semi-
structured interviews were strictly facilitated online using TEAMS due to Covid-19. I audio 
recorded each teacher’s responses through the Otter transcription service, then transcribed the 
responses. Lastly, each participant member checked the transcription for accuracy. After each 
interview, I downloaded the transcript immediately. I chose to use interviews because I was 
really interested in getting teachers detailed descriptions of the phenomena of collaboration. Due 
to the Covid-19 pandemic, we were unable to do any in-person interviews, so this style of data 




allowed participants to give a wide range of detailed answers that reflected their own personal 
experiences with collaboration. The participants’ perceptions were at the forefront of this 
qualitative study, so remaining generative when I asked the questions was essential. 
Data Analysis 
I began coding after all interviews were complete to ensure that earlier interviews did not 
influence the remaining interviews. This strategy was important to ensure that I could focus in on 
each participant’s own perceptions. I had two a-priori codes relating to positive and negative 
experiences (Saldaña, 2011). Other than that, my first level of coding was emergent. As I read 
each interview transcript, I looked for descriptions of the phenomenon under investigation: 
collaboration. I used descriptive coding and developed a list of statements/themes that helped me 
to see the participants’ perceptions when they discussed collaboration (Saldaña, 2011). In the 
second level coding, I grouped significant statements together by theme and then I used these 
groupings to create descriptions with quotations and evidence of the phenomenon of 
collaboration. Finally, I looked at detailed descriptions of collaboration, according to teachers, 
and examined their ideas about how it could be successful in the school context (Creswell & 
Poth, 2018).  
I was particularly inspired by Gschwandtner’s (2014) thoughts on artistic expression and 
phenomenology when he explained that "creating a work of art is actually a process of making 
visible, transferring a phenomenon from one reality to another, even a kind of popularizing move 
in which a phenomenon so far inaccessible is made accessible for a larger group of viewers" (p. 
306). To add to this process of finding the how and what of collaboration, I asked teachers to 




received some honest, beautiful, meaningful, and in-depth expressions and descriptions of what 
teachers reflected on regarding collaboration. These images will provide useful and engaging 
visual representations for the presentation of my findings. 
Managing Bias  
Throughout my study, it was vital that I reflected on my own bias surrounding the concept of 
collaboration. Because I am the ELL teacher, I must collaborate with others to provide 
adaptations for our students. I was very aware of my own personal passion and bias towards the 
idea that collaboration could change how we provide sound education for our students, and I 
made every effort to check this personal bias when I asked questions to my fellow teachers in 
this study and using my bracketing journal throughout the process aided in this goal. After the 
interviews were complete, I asked follow-up questions, when necessary, especially when it came 
to any surprises or answers that did not fit my themes (Miles et al., 2014). 
Strength of Study  
I used the triple crisis of representation, legitimization, and praxis which made my study 
more authentic and trustworthy to its readers (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). As participants defined 
terms of collaboration, and experiences of collaboration, I was certain to keep questions open-
ended to ensure that I did not lead the interviewees in the direction that I wanted them to go. I 
made sure to use direct quotations in the results section once participants had member checked 
the transcript and confirmed they were represented fairly. Since I knew most of the participants 
well and have spent time already getting to know them, I was able to provide a trusted space to 
share their ideas about collaboration. I made sure legitimization protocol was followed, as 




legitimate study. I was able to employ an expert reviewer, and my supervisor, to check for 
legitimacy (Miles et al., 2014).  
The benefit of this study included being able to take a deeper look into collaboration and 
how it ultimately affects teaching practices. I asked participants for recommendations and 
descriptions of good collaboration and how it could be improved. My study should benefit the 
ELL program in my school context because it will recommend the use of best practices in 
teaching and collaborating and may encourage others within my school and district to take a 
closer look at collaboration as a practical and purposeful tool for student success. 
Results 
The participants' lived experiences of collaboration with an ELL teacher contained three 
components: a healthy collaborative relationship, time management, and shared teaching 
philosophies. Firstly, the participants experienced a healthy collaborative relationship as having 
emotive qualities such as trust, authenticity, and connectivity and behavioral qualities including 
respect, flexibility, and clearly communicated roles and responsibilities. As the participants 
shared their experiences, it came across in the data that once the emotive qualities were 
established in a collaborative relationship, the behavioral attributes were an outworking of this 
healthy collaborative relationship. Secondly, participants perceived that time management was a 
vital aspect of collaboration between an ELL and classroom teacher. Thirdly, the participants 
experienced that having shared teaching philosophies were perceived as helpful in collaboration. 
In addition to these themes, the visual metaphors of participants are shared to help ground the 





Healthy Collaborative Relationships 
Across the data set, participants reported healthy collaborative relationships as an 
essential element of how they experienced good collaboration. Trust, authenticity, connectivity, 
respect, flexibility, and clearly communicated responsibility, were qualities that the participants 
perceived to indicate healthy collaboration relationships. 
A healthy collaborative relationship based on trust was a key element of participants' 
experiences of good collaboration. As Sukhi described, having a foundation "rooted in trust" was 
necessary because "teachers pull back a little bit until they really feel like they can trust you." 
Sukhi also noted when working directly with an ELL teacher that there was "a lot of trust 
anchored through our collaborative time together. I saw results. I knew you were doing great 
things with the kids."  Sukhi and Ebrahim both identified that when two teachers have a strong 
collaborative relationship, that this relationship had a "high level of trust." Ebrahim shared his 
ideal collaboration visual metaphor when he described that:  
Collaboration is like two sailboats going in the same direction. The wind 
is blowing, but one sailboat is not stealing the other sailboats' wind, so 
they're both progressing forward at the same speeds and supporting each 
other without feeling like they are blocking or overriding the other. It's a 
supportive relationship where you're traveling in the same direction and 
trusting each other to get across the waterway.  
The participants perceived that a foundation of trust leads to a healthy collaborative relationship. 
Like the concept of the emotive quality of trust, participants shared how they perceived 
the best way to foster these characteristics in collaboration. As Sukhi expressed, "the connection 




each person is" and "understanding where each person is coming from and what their goals are." 
Sukhi stressed that "the connection piece is important" whether working in a collaborative group 
or with individuals. Harpreet expressed the importance of an authentic relationship in saying that 
she could connect with her teaching partner because they "complemented each other" so well. 
Jun described the collaboration as it related to soccer where he explained that:  
There are 11 players on the team and just the idea that one person individually can 
only do so much in the soccer context. If that person tries to pull too much of their 
own weight, it's not helpful to the team, but when teammates have a true 
connection, it's for the benefit of everyone. 
Connection and authenticity within collaborative partnerships are perceived to be components of 
healthy collaboration, according to my participants. 
The participants experienced that the qualities of healthy collaborative relationships also 
included the behavioral qualities; respect, flexibility, and clearly communicated responsibilities.  
Sukhi reiterated this point when she said that "for really great collaboration, there needs to be a 
lot of respect. If there is a sense of a teacher not respecting another teacher, it is uncomfortable. 
Employing and establishing norms right from the get-go is vital." Maintaining respect for 
individual teacher autonomy was experienced by Ebrahim as vital in the relationship. He 
expressed discontent with teachers who were "too involved" and "over the top" because he had a 
teacher decide for him what was going to happen in his classroom, rather than collaborate with 
him around the support for his ELL students. Both Ebrahim and Jun experienced that teachers 
who were looking to collaborate needed to respect the classroom dynamics and not be 
overbearing, keeping in mind that the classroom teacher may feel overwhelmed. Both Ebrahim 




how important it was to "be flexible, but also to be able to go with the flow about what's going 
on in the classroom." Jun expressed that it was "critical" that when teachable moments in the 
classroom setting arose "organically" and the support teacher was able to "have a plan but be 
flexible with what's going on in the room" that it helped teachers immensely. Jun felt frustrated 
because at our dynamic school, the need to be flexible is at the forefront. For example, 
sometimes in collaborative relationships, "we get to a place where we decide, let's try 
something…and then you're getting pulled to help with someone running on the street." Jun 
noted that he experienced as an early career teacher that he was trying his best to keep his "head 
afloat" and that his classroom felt like a 'turnstile' with services for needy students. He perceived 
the need for flexibility in collaboration as vital. With so many support teachers involved in 
planning, making schedules, and working with students in need, the ability to be flexible within 
collaboration was a fundamental perception for classroom teacher's well-being. Sukhi also 
mentioned that collaboration flexibility was key because things would often arise in the day, and 
plans would get changed. Sukhi noted that "flexibility within the plan" was necessary because 
realistically, things don't always go as planned during a school day, and we need to do what 
children needed "at the moment." According to these participants, as things arise throughout the 
day, flexibility in the relationship between non-enrolling teachers and classroom teachers was 
perceived as good collaboration.  
Clearly communicated responsibilities was another experience of collaboration that 
teachers in this study noted was important. Ebrahim expressed that when teachers don't "pull 
their own weight" in the relationship, the "relationship can break down, and there could be some 
resentment." Ebrahim shared an experience about when a teacher collaborated and planned for 




Harpreet noted that in her experience, that "a lot of communication and planning" needed to 
happen in collaboration. Sukhi expressed the idea of "collective membership" where "a variety of 
experts come together and you build something that's shared" and that they could "highlight all 
of [their] individual strengths but represented as a collective." Sukhi shared her experience of a 
team that communicated the responsibilities of each team member and utilized the strengths that 
each member had. Sukhi's example was the "best collaboration experience" in her entire career. 
Sukhi's visual metaphor expounded on this point when she said:  
This encapsulates how I feel about collaboration. Every contribution is important 
and adds to the result, be it cookies or muffins. No contribution is too small, not 
even salt or baking soda, and by working together and taking turns, we each have 
an essential part. When we have a plan and value one another's role, we mix well 
and rely on one another for the ultimate experience. Collaboration is a great mix 
of everyone's talents and skills. 
  The participants experienced healthy collaborative relationships, including trust, authenticity, 
connectivity, respect, flexibility, and clearly communicated responsibility. 
Time Management 
Managing collaboration time was a significant aspect of how participants experienced 
collaboration. Because our school is highly complex, each participant addressed time to express 
and acknowledge the school's dynamics—both managing schedules and how participants 
perceived the structure of collaboration time as influential to collaboration. 
Participants experienced that managing schedules were important in collaboration. Given 




support teachers in our school. He expressed that when support teachers offer their schedules, it 
often "feels like another thing" that they must fit in on top of curriculum, behavior supports, 
IEP's and lesson plans. Sukhi recalled that "having clear schedules done as quickly as possible" 
was important because she noted that often teachers "think it takes too long to get started" at the 
beginning of the year when collaboration around scheduling is at its peak. Ebrahim noted that 
scheduling "takes a commitment on your end to recognize and keep the plan."  
How collaboration time was structured was perceived by participants in several ways. 
Participants in this study highlighted and discussed the need for informal collaboration over 
formal collaboration. Participants used words to describe informal collaboration, such as "on the 
fly" and "off the cuff" in each interview. Sukhi noted that having "very informal" chats and 
collaboration was more common and useful to most teachers than anything formal. Jun 
appreciated having "honest 'off the cuff' talks about students and their needs" and said that this 
was "the most helpful collaboration" that he had experienced. Jun enjoyed informal 
conversations where teachers "can build relationships with each other and talk about our 
relationships with our students" in a casual manner after school. Conversely, Harpreet 
experienced that if the "administration sees value in collaboration and provides opportunities for 
this to happen regularly," it is a practice that is helpful for teachers. As Harpreet shared her 
visual metaphor regarding sea glass, "if the water provides the right conditions for change, over 
time due to the consistency of the tides, something beautiful and unique can be created."             
Shared Teaching Philosophy 
Each participant noted the substantial significance of shared teaching philosophy in their 




experiences of how when teaching philosophies were aligned, collaboration was more effective, 
and how conflicting or incompatible teaching philosophies detracted from collaborative efforts.  
Ebrahim shared an experience of a non-enrolling teacher who didn't consider the 
enrolling teacher's perspective when different philosophies were present. Ebrahim shared that 
there was a teacher who "was almost too involved where she had suggested people to a school-
based team without asking." When teachers don't communicate or overtake another's choices, 
Ebrahim experienced that it led to a rift in the relationship. Although he didn't appreciate the 
teacher's philosophy of making choices for his classroom without him, he was able to be grateful 
for the collaboration that was shared despite this, because the support teacher "was able to pull 
aside and it was a parallel sort of movement which meant no one was missing out on anything." 
Sukhi also noted that philosophies needed to be aligned when working with others. She shared an 
example of a group working together where team members "undermined" others. In that case, 
Sukhi perceived that because the team was not aligned on their philosophy of communication 
and the team's purpose, the collaborative team didn't function healthily.  
When philosophies align, good collaboration is achieved, according to Harpreet and Jun. 
Harpreet was delighted to share that her best collaboration was where the teachers "really 
complimented each other's teaching styles." Harpreet also stressed the importance of having a 
'common goal' and collaborating on "something that both teachers [were] passionate about." 
Harpreet commented that when both teachers wanted "the same thing for the kids," it created an 
"environment for the kids to take risks in their learning and grow academically and emotionally 
because both teachers are on the same page." Jun described matching teaching philosophies as "a 
shared comradery" and that when philosophies jive, he felt "part of the team." In his experience, 




that our students have," collaboration was more fluid. Harpreet echoed this sentiment when she 
shared that she and her teaching partner had a beautiful collaborative partnership because "when 
both teachers want the same things for the students and can create an environment where 
students feel safe to take risks in their learning, that they grow academically and emotionally." 
Jun shared his experience that when teachers have "very different philosophies," collaboration is 
difficult; however, building a relationship that people can "bring their philosophies together" and 
achieve their goals in collaboration effectively.        
Discussion 
This study examined the lived experiences of teachers' collaboration with ELL teachers. 
While the participants provided some clear ideas for how collaboration could work between a 
classroom teacher and an ELL teacher, more could be examined to get a well-defined picture of 
collaboration in this setting. As I reflected on the detailed descriptions of collaboration in our 
school setting, gathered through interviews, I was reminded of the similarities between the 
literature and the teachers' results in this study. To summarize, the study was guided by the 
research question: What are the lived experiences of teachers' collaboration with ELL teachers?  
This phenomenological study of 4 classroom teachers led to three themes regarding 
effective collaboration between an ELL teacher and classroom teacher: healthy professional 
relationships, time management, and shared teaching philosophies. The discussion focuses on 
these themes and how they relate to the literature as well as implications and the direction for 
future research. 




Healthy professional relationships were an indicator of good collaborative partnerships in 
both the literature and the results of the interviews. The literature suggested that good 
collaborative alliances were based on trust, the careful pairing of collaborating teachers, and 
consistent interaction with the joint partner, whereas; participants honed explicitly in on qualities 
of a healthy professional relationship focused on trust, authenticity, connectivity, respect, 
flexibility, and clearly communicated responsibility.  
The present study results support the idea that trust is at the forefront of a healthy 
professional relationship. This pattern of results is consistent with the previous literature by 
York-Barr et al. (2007) that trust is the most fundamental aspect of a healthy professional 
relationship. Furthermore, as cited by Dove and Honigsfeld (2015), Bessette states that "a 
trusting relationship over the life of a co-teaching partnership" is the "most critical issue of all" 
(p. 58). Because collaboration is often positively connected to co-teaching, the research and 
study suggest that building the relationship on trust means that when effective collaboration 
occurs within an ELL and classroom teacher partnership, the results may lead to a co-teaching 
partnership. I have found this to be true in my practice, that when the healthy relationship is 
there, that co-teaching is a reachable goal. Bessette's link of healthy relationships that increase 
collaboration and promote co-teaching is an exciting finding that came out of the research for 
this study. I hope to expound on the ideas of not only collaboration, but also co-teaching in the 
ELL context.         
Time Management 
Fu et al. (2007), York-Barr et al. (2007), Whiting (2017), Rodriguez (2013), and Vintan 




literature. As I interviewed my participants, the concept of time was just as prevalent. In this 
study, participants did not cite lack of time for collaboration, but the specific structure of the 
available time afforded them. Some teachers interviewed noted that they did not want more 
formal "collaboration time" which was provided by administrators and included the ELL teacher, 
but preferred informal and unstructured collaboration time. For collaboration time provided at 
our school by administrators, the teachers would meet in the library together while all students 
went outside for an extra recess. Teachers often noted that due to the transition of children from 
inside to outside and the arguments that ensued between students, that this was not effective, 
even when specifically given time to collaborate within the school day. Study participants 
identified that they had insufficient time for collaboration due to our busy school environment; 
however, based on my experience at the school, I observed that teachers did not effectively 
utilize the time given by administrators. It was an interesting juxtaposition because although 
teachers wanted more time to collaborate and interact with their colleagues, they did not use the 
time allotted, often because of the frustration surrounding the time of day that collaboration 
happened. The weekly collaboration schedule usually caused so many fights between students 
that teachers did not think it was worth it to collaborate. The teachers were anticipating many 
arguments after the collaboration time was complete. I wonder if the implementation of teacher-
led collaboration time would be more effective than administration-defined collaboration? 
Understanding how to create teacher buy-in to ensure the effective use of collaboration time is at 
the crux of creating sufficient support structures within a school. 
           Dissimilar to my interviews, according to Vintan and Gallagher (2019), the literature 
described the need for more resources to support collaboration practices within the school 




support collaboration within our school specifically; however, it was teachers choosing to utilize 
collaboration time effectively. It appears that providing teachers the opportunity to implement 
collaboration time by giving teachers input into when, where, and how to use that time best may 
produce collaboration results that benefit both the classroom and ELL teacher. 
Shared Teaching Philosophy 
A shared teaching philosophy was a vital aspect of healthy collaboration in both the 
literature and the interviews. Dove and Honigsfeld (2010) describe collaborative teachers as 
having "a collective vision developed, philosophical beliefs and values shared, and a common 
purpose articulated" (p. 57). York-Barr et al. (2007) discussed that teachers knew collaboration 
was vital and yet were unsure of the solution when collaborative relationships didn't work. 
Teachers in this study described that when teaching philosophies didn't match, that collaborative 
effort was problematic. In my experience, sometimes, this resulted from personality and teaching 
philosophy and the age and knowledge of the two parties involved in the collaboration. Often, I 
would be frustrated with teachers who were new to our school as they were challenging to 
collaborate with because we did not share teaching philosophies. As a result of reviewing the 
literature around collaboration and interviewing my participants, I see the mentorship 
opportunities that effective collaboration affords between the ELL and classroom teacher. Not 
only does the classroom teacher learn from the ELL teacher, but vice versa, when the teachers 
can come together through shared teaching philosophy.  
On this note, the most helpful collaboration that I have experienced personally as a 
teacher is with colleagues informally in my current school and collaboration within my masters' 




professional development, 80% of the teachers surveyed had their "best learning" when 
collaborating with their colleagues (p. 14). The teachers interviewed in this study shared how 
they loved to be a part of a school where teachers shared their strengths in collaborative practice. 
As Campbell (2017) reiterated above, when teachers can choose the group or, as Wenger (1952) 
calls it, a "community of practice," the philosophies and ideas exchanged are incredible 
professional development. Teachers at our school also reiterated this idea throughout the 
interviews. Participants noted that they do their best learning when collaborating with their 
colleagues "on the fly" or in casual conversations. I also discovered that as these collaborative 
conversations occur in the school, the ELL teacher and classroom teacher enter an informal 
mentoring relationship. Furthermore, as collaboration is fostered through shared teaching 
philosophy and resources and ideas are shared, teacher efficacy of both the classroom and ELL 
teacher improves. This benefits the ELL students, which is at the heart of our work in education. 
My biggest desire is that students thrive. I conclude this study with a handful of answers, but also 
more questions. I am keeping an open mind as I look at how I can respond to the culture and 
needs of the school and how I can improve how I collaborate with my colleagues.      
Limitations 
There are at least two potential limitations concerning the results of this study. A first 
limitation concerns the study only being in an inner-city Kindergarten to Grade 5 Elementary 
school with four teachers. The results may be skewed towards a very busy, complex, limited on 
time environment where teachers are dealing with students in crisis all day. It is hard to imagine 
being able to collaborate when you don’t have time to go to the bathroom some days. A second 
potential limitation is that I could only interview teachers online due to the Covid-19 Pandemic, 




their cohort group. Teachers were discouraged from going to the staff room, and interactions as 
staff were very few. Due to this, collaboration formally and informally was limited during the 
interviews. Although these limitations were present, the results that I found are transferrable to 
other environments. 
Implications and Recommendations  
Despite these limitations, it would be helpful to extend the current findings by examining 
the following questions: How do we implement collaboration when it is on the fly? How can we 
focus on collaboration in a world of schedules and busyness but only do it casually? How would 
collaboration look in a different school context where students aren’t as vulnerable and complex? 
How can I implement effective collaboration and engage teachers in communities of practice in 
ELL and classroom teacher partnerships? How could I mentor other teachers in the ELL context 
with successful collaboration?  
           I would be interested in exploring the model of collaboration that so many of my 
participants spoke about around informal collaboration. It would be interesting to see how my 
colleagues would implement this sort of collaboration and how it would impact our school. 
Much work remains to be done before a complete understanding of the extent of how we can 
collaborate in schools is established. If, as the present study suggests, there is a need for informal 
collaboration focused on teacher needs, in addition to, implementing teacher-initiated 
communities of practice, I hope to be a part of this initiative. 
How will this impact my practice? 
I will take away the key learnings from this study and explore how these ideas can be 




like-minded collaborative teachers and talk about best practices in the ELL context. Throughout 
the interviews, I have also been reminded of the importance of connecting relationally and 
maintaining trust in my role as a support teacher. I think a lot of teachers feel like they are being 
judged by supporting teachers. As a result, I know that I need to take care not to act or speak as if 
I am in a supervisory role. As a teacher leader within my school, I can model good practice for 
ELL learners when collaborating with colleagues. I want to meet people where they are at on 
their teaching journey and come alongside them. I see myself as more of an informal mentor 
after this study, knowing that I collaborate with teachers around programming for ELL and 
provide resources for them and teaching ideas for them. I hope to continue to explore mentorship 
informally and build my colleagues up in the process. I will also continue to research and 
professionally develop my skills in mentorship, specifically around generative dialogue. The 
concept of communities of practice is something I will look into further to enhance how we can 
implement collaboration in our school setting. 
How will it contribute to the field of leadership and mentorship? 
 I hope that others would be able to glean information from my study about maintaining 
relationships and thriving in collaborative relationships with colleagues as a non-enrolling 
teacher around ELL learners. I think that there are several models of collaboration that would 
work in different contexts. Still, I would hope to connect to others in inner-city elementary 
schools with refugee students who I could collaborate with about best practice in this realm. As a 
teacher leader within my school, I hope to model best practice, and in turn, colleagues will 
increase their efficacy around ELL learners and collaboration. This study has also contributed to 




school context. There is so much to learn about working with others, modeling, communicating, 
and organizing time in this context.  
Scholarly Significance 
As a result of my findings and results, I hope to be able to bring ideas to other colleagues, 
the ELL department, and the district, in best practice around collaboration. I think just starting 
the conversation in schools is the beginning. I hope to continue to learn and grow in my 
collaborative practices, which will be an asset to my school and district. As I look specifically at 
improving teacher efficacy through collaboration, I am very intrigued by the link between 
teacher efficacy and student success and will continue to research this topic and how I can aid in 
this outcome. 
Conclusion 
Through this study, the seeds planted in me will continue to be watered and grow 
throughout my career as an educator. We have had many challenges come our way in education 
over the course of this pandemic year while I was working on this project around collaboration. 
And yet, I can say with full assurance that collaboration with colleagues, albeit virtually, was the 
only way to get through these challenges when our schools were located ‘online.’ We truly came 
together, bounced off a myriad of ideas off each other, had frustratingly steep learning curves 
technologically, and came through on the other side unscathed (mostly).  
Throughout the study, the soil of our school was parched due to the circumstances going 
on in our world. With Covid-19 being a real and present danger, our inner-city students’ mental 
health was in jeopardy. Teachers were worried about cleaning and keeping students safe, and this 




my friends and I walked towards the trailhead of Angel’s Landing, and I noticed something 
shockingly beautiful. This rugged region is covered in an astonishing bright orange blanket of 
dust, dirt, and clay. The jagged orange rocks streak through every mountain and hill in the 
surrounding areas. As we rounded the corner to the spot where we would start climbing, I looked 
down and, right at the rugged rock base of this seemingly unwelcoming place for vegetation was 
a splash of magnificent purple flowers. I thought, “How on earth can these flowers bloom in this 
desert?” This picture has come to the forefront of my mind as I continue to reflect and think 
about the school context in which I work and the task of leading and collaborating in this 
environment. Teachers and leaders will continue to come up against many challenges. The dusty, 
dry, rugged terrain of most school systems is often not overly welcoming. We will have many 
issues, and we may face opposition from teachers, school boards, and parents alike. However, as 
I move along this journey and learn new things about teaching and leading, I hope that I can 
represent those beautiful purple flowers as a teacher in my position. Those flowers plant 
themselves in hostile territory, unashamedly, against all odds, clinging to the dust in hopes that 
they will get just the slightest amount of moisture to keep them alive and well. It takes 
perseverance to learn new things about the teaching craft and to study our colleagues to serve 
and collaborate with them better. All the while, we keepsai at the forefront the reason for all this 
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1. What does good collaboration look like for you? 
2. Describe what significant experiences you have had with collaboration with an ELL 
teacher? 
3. Describe the best collaboration that you have experienced. 
4. What are some challenges around collaboration in this setting? 
5. What recommendations would you give to ELL teachers looking to collaborate? 
6. If you could think of a visual metaphor of collaboration what would it be? What 
photograph would represent collaboration to you? (please provide to me by March 1, 
2021) 
7. What is your preferred Pseudonym for the study? 
 
